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Nixon Is Brought Into Dispute on Background 


By BERNARD GWERTZMAN 

Special to The New York Times 

WASHINGTON, Dec. 1 6 — 
President Nixon was brought 
today into the controversy over 
whether newsmen .should re- 
port information and points of 


tive editor of The Post, last [but not to himself personally 
night issued a statement de-’as the department’s spokesman. 


view supplied by officials on 
other than an on-the-record 
basis. 

Ronald L. Ziegler, the White 
House press secretary, was 
asked at Key Biscayne, Fla, 
where Mr. Nixon is spending 
few days, for the President’ 
view of the dispute on the 
practice of officials offering 
and newsmen accepting mate 
rial on a so-called '‘back 
ground” or “deep background’ 
basis. 

The controversy, which has 
; been a subject of discussion 
here for many years, arose 
again yesterday when The 
Washington Post and The New 
York Times refused to abide 
by the ground rules of a “deep 
backgrounder” held by Henry 
A. Kissinger, the White House 
national security affairs ad 
viser. 

« Mr. Nixon, accordingto Mr. 
Ziegler, said that if news or- 
ganizations did not like the 
practice of “backgrounders,” 
then “fine, let’s not have any 
more backgrounders.” 

For manyyears, newsmen 
and officials have adhered to a 
practice by which information 
and points of view have been 
disseminated in diifferent 
guises. 

Categories Listed 

Generally, these breakdown 
in the following way: 

TOn the record — when the 
source is attributable, such as : 
“President Nixon said.” 

On background — when the 
official is not named, but his 
agency may be, such as “A 
White House official said.’’ 

“On deep background — 
when the material may not be 
attributed to any person or in- 
stitution, such as “It was 
learned today,” or “informed 
sources said.” 

^lOff the record — when the 
material may not be published 
in any form. 

1 The Kissinger “deep back- 
grounder,’ which raised the 
possibilityof Mr. Nixon’s can- 
celing his trip to Moscow, was 
attributed to the White House 
by TheTimes in the first 
edition and later to Mr. 
Kissinger after the Post identi 
fied him as the source. Yester- 
day, Mr. Ziegler said that the 
White House would soon seek 
a meeting with press represen- 
tatives to set up firm ground 
rules. 

Benajmin C. Bradlee, execu- 


fending the violation of ' the 
rgound . rules and promising 
that guidelines would soon be. 
issued “to get this newspaper, 
once and for all out of- the busi- 
ness of distributing the party 
line of any official of any gov- 
ernment without identifying 
that official and that Goevrn- 
ment.” 

This evening, Mr. Bradlee is- 
sued his guidelines, which 
aimed . at explaining to The Post 
staff how to act' in background 
situations. 

He said that Post reporters 
would always seek to get all 
information put on the record, 
but if that request was refused 
to get attribution- “specific 
enough so. that no readers can 
reasonably be confused.” 

This would seem to indicate 
that The Post would accept ma 
terial “on background” but not 
"on deep brackground.” 

Statement by.Rosenthal 

A. M. Rosenthal, managing 
editor of The New York Times, 
issued a statement this after- 
noon in New York, epxlaining 
The Times’s views on use of 
other than on-the-re.cord infor- 
mation. He attacekd what he 
called abuses in the system but 
said that sometimes abck- 
grounders were “ojurnalistical- 
ly and ethically justifiable.”' 
TURN RULE FOR INSERT A 
Mr. Ziegler, asekd about Mr. 
Bradlee’s comments, said, “The 
Administration has more to do 
and think about than the ma- 
chinations of The Washington 
Post.” 

“We believe, in full and com- 
plete communications with the 
press,” he said., “The question 
is misuse of abckgrounders. We 
recogniez that over the years to 
some degree government has 
misused abckgrounders.” 

But he said that in the proc- 
ess, the press ' l had' v accepted 
certain established procedures. 

"The Post can proceed! in any 
way that they wish,” he said; 
"but if all the other oragniaz- 
tions accept the procedures, 
then we and the ojurhalistic 
community cannot accept one 
organization breaking . those 
procedures.” 

At the State Department’s 
regular noon briefing for news- 
men today — a session in which 
announcements and comments 
on international developments 
are made known — Stanley Kar- 
now, a diplomatic correspond- 
ent for The Post, said that he 
would walk out of the session 
Robert J. McCloskey put 
some information “on . back- 
ground” — that is, attributable 
to a State Department . source 


When Mr. McCloskey started a 
“backgrounder/’ Mr. Karnow 
left. . 

Mr. Karnow, who said that 
he was leaving the briefing in 
conformity with The Post’s 
/anti-background” policy, was 
joined by James H. McCartney 
of Knight Newspapers. The 
other newsmen present re- 
mained for the rest of the ses- 
sion. The State Department Cor 
respondents Association called 
a meeting for tomorrow morn- 
ing to discuss ground rules for 
future briefings. 

Mr. Ziegler, in talking to a 
handful of newsmen, did not 
seem very agitated over the 
controversy. He said that he 
thought backgrounders were 
misused when they announced 
a new position or policy , with- 
out attribution but were useful 
when they provided. explana- 
tions of policies. - 
■> He said that he thought Mr 
Kissinger had- made a mistake 
in. going on “deep background’ 
instead of allowing his remarks 
to be attributed on background 
to “a • White House official. 

Over the years, officials have 
spoken to newsmen on a basis 
other than on-the-record for a 
variety of reasons. Sometimes, 
it has been to inform the Amer- 
ican public without causing 
diplomatic problems with a 
foreign country. 

Other Reasons Given 

Thus, at the State Depart- 
ment, from time to time, in- 
formation is (provided on the 
record as par to fa joint agree- 
ment with another country, but 
supplementary information is 
added on background basis. 

Sometimes, officials want to 
make their views known with- 
out. drawing excessive atten- 
tion to them. Sometimes, offi- 
cials -speak on “deep back- 
ground” to conceal the identity 
of the informant from their 
superiors, who may not want 
the news made known. 

Often, officials have asked 
to speak on “a background 
basis” when they have not 
carefully gone over their re- 
marks and are worried about 
how they will look in print. 

In many cases, officials have 
spoken on background when 
their remarks could just as well 
have been on the record, but 
the officials chose to avoid 
being mentioned for personal 
reasons. The White House often 
gives “backgrounders” when 
important Presidential mes- 
sages and speeches are re- 
leased, often to draw attention 
to the points that the Adminis- 
tration wants to underscore 


and to supply additional infor- 
mation. 

The most controversial use 
of backgrounders has been the 
attempt by various Adminis- 
trations to defend or promote 
their policies in such a • way 
that the news media serve as 
tne mouthpiece for. the Govern- 
ment. This h^s occurred when 
Administrations issued docu- 
ments or other information on 
a “deep backgrounder” basis 
with no attribution allowed. 

In past Administrations par- 
ticularly, the President himself 
has been known to speak 
about his record with no attri- 
bution made of his remarks. 

Opposition Explained 

Mr. Rosenthal, in The Times’s 
statement indicated that the 
newspaper was principally op- 
posed to nonattributable infor- 
mation, known as “deep back- 
grounders,” in which neither 
the individual nor his agency 
could be named. 

The full text of Mr. Rosen- 
thal’s statement follows: 

The purpose of this newspa- 
per is to provide as much 
meaningful information as it 
can to its readers. 

“The use of information from 
(Confidential or unnamed sources 
iis essential to the press. Other- 
wise, facts vital to an informed 
Dublic might never become 
mown. 

■ It is quite proper for re- 
porters to seek out information 
or have information given to 
them privately and then decide 
that' confidentiality must be 
protected. 

“But the problem arises when 
Government officials or poli- 
ticians call reporters together 
and in advance lay down con- 
ditions of nonattribution. Often 
the real purpose is simply to 
float trial balloons or to pre- 
sent an attitude or a policy 
without taking the responsible 1 
ity for standing, behind them 1 
by permitting the source to be 
revealed. 

“In effect, the press attends 1 
a press conference and reports 
bn it without saying who gave 


Briefings of Press 


it. The result often is conceal- 
ment of sources not on the ba- 
sis of real need for confiden- 
tiality but to suit the political 
or diplomatic conVeniehce of 
the government or political 
sources. 

Discussions Cited 

“I think that- sometimes the 
backgrounder is journalistically 
and ethically justifiable, but 
that the press has allowed it 
to go much too far, knd gov- 
cians have abuse it. The back- 
grounder has become a way of 
life and often becoems 'ah ob- 
stacle in the way of the flow 
of full information . and ; the 
readers’ understanding. 

“There have been several 
discussions at ' The Times 
among editors and reporters on 
this subject in the past few 
months. We have laid down no 
flat rules, because we don’t be- 
lieve in strict regulations on 
how to cover every story. 

“But we believe that report- 
ers and editors should be, a lot 
more selective about attending 
backgrounders called by public 
officials or politicians, and 
that the movement should be 
toward attending them ‘only 
when the reporters and editors 
themselves believe there is an 
important reason beyond, the 
sources’ convenience for not 
making the information attrib- 
utable to the person or govern- 
ment department involved.” 


